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►Prague wins a 



| but may lose his war 


jBy Jerry Shinn 

iginr^r Washing {mi Burr an 

* WASHINGTON— “When I see a rat- 

* 

Hle^nake on the doorstep, I don’t hesi- 
Male,*' 'said Rep. Henry Gonzalez (D., 
^TexD* controversial chairman of the 
xHouse Select Committee on Assassi- 
nations. “I stomp on it, and ask ques- 
tions later.*' 

* That was Gonzalez, on Feb. 16, ex- 
plaining his sudden, solitary decision 
«to fire Richard Sprague, the commit- 
tee’s equally controversial chief 
rounsei. It was a decision that the 
.other 11 committee members 
.promptly countermanded, 
i What actually was stomped in the 
Tlonzalez-Sprague dispute, perhaps 
ifatally, was the investigation of the 
Assassinations of President John F. 
Kennedy and the Rev. Dr. Martin Lu- 
, |her King Jr. 

? The committee had been created, 
despite the skepticism of congress- 
men ,\yho did not think that either 
Crime needed to be investigated fur- 
ther. . 
v 

> Nqw, the members doubt that it 
pin survive the clash between Gon- 
zales, the proud, volatile Texas con- 
gressman, and Sprague, the tough, 
Stubborn former first assistant dis- 
trict attorney ffom Philadelphia. 
Theip dispute has all but destroyed 
( the committee even before it held its 
’ fjrst formal meeting this year. 

f Oddly enough, Gonzalez was prob- 
) ably the member of Congress who 
worked harder to establish the com- 
p'd tree and who was most firmly con- 
vinced of the need for a new investi- 
gation. 


ceived an indignant letter from Gon- 
zalez in which he resigned as chair- 
man, called Sprague “unscrupulous 
. an unconscionable scoundrel,” 
and complained bitterly that the 
House leadership had failed to sup- 
port him in his dispute with Sprague. 

O’Neill says that the resignation 
could be accepted only by a vote of 
the full House and that he will not 
bring it to a vote without first talking 
to Gonzalez. 

Since Wednesday, Gonzalez was re- 
ported to be ill in Texas and was un- 
able or unwilling to answer or return 
... phone calls from OJNeiil and House 
Majority Leader Jim Wright (D.. 
Tex.). 

With. 0 ’Neill’s blessing, the com- 
mittee has scheduled a meeting for 
H a.m, tomorrow to try to continue 
its work with or without Gonzalez. Jf 


hi motorcade 


^ In fact, as a freshman congress- 
man, Gonzalez was in the Kennedy 
motorcade in Dallas the day he was 
shot. 

^Nevertheless, it is Gonzalez’ ac- 
1 ions, whatever their intent or justifi- 
oaton* that have cripped the eommit- 
t^y- 

.'Last, Wednesday, House Speaker 
Thomas P. O'Neil j fD., Mass.) re- 



Gonzales is not there, Rep. Richard- 
son Preyer (D. ; N. C), the next sen- 
ior member, will act as chairman. 

Old doubts 

Gonzalez’s suspicions about the as- 
sassinations date back a long time. 

Two years ago, he began advocat- 
ing a congressional investigation to 
clear up lingering questions about the 
Kennedy and King assassinations. 

When the House finally voted last 
fall to establish the select committee, 
Rep. Thomas Downing (D., Va.), not 
Gonzalez, was appointed chairman.' 

Downing was to retire at the end of 
last year, and it was understood that 
Gonzalez would become chairman if 
the House renewed the committee in 
January. 

With Downing as chairman, the 
committee hired Sprague, 51, who 
had built a national reputation as a 
ptosecufor in Philadelphia and as spe- 
cial assistant to the‘U. S. Attorney 
General in the original prosecution of 
former United Mine Workers Presi- 
dent W. A. (Tony ) Boyle in the killing 
of Joseph Yablonski. (The Boyle con- 
viction was overturned by the courts 
in January.) 

Sprague agreed to take the $39,600 
joh only on certain conditions: that 
he would be both chief counsel and 
staff director, with authority to 
choose his staff without detailed con- 
sultation with the committee; that he 
would maintain his Philadelphia law 
practice, at least in name, and his 
teaching duties at Temple University, 
although the committee investigation 
would have first priority. 

Both Downing and Gonzalez ac- 
cepted those conditions, according to 
Preyer. 

Sprague had also sought a budget 
of $6.5 million for the first year of 
ihe investigation, but it became ob- 
\ iinis in January the House wasn’t 
willing to spend that much. 

By a 237-164 vote the House agreed 

give the committee $34,000 a 


month for three months. The commit- 
tee was. to revise Its budget request 
in that time and develop some evi- 
dence to convince the House the in- 
vestigation was justified. 

With Downing’s approval, though,, 
Sprague had already hired 73 people, 
creating a monthly payroll, beginning 
in January, of almost $100,000. 

Gonzalez insisted that Sprague fire 
some of the staff, but Sprague re- 
sisted, and a committee majority 
supported him. 

Staff members agreed to take a 
temporary 35 percent pay cut, and 
Sprague told the committee that 
would keep the staff salaries within 
the budget. 

In early February, Sprague held 
several meetings with his staff. He 
told them that the pay cuts would be 
.made up after the committee hadi a 
permanent budget. . 

He also told them that he was run- 
ning the staff and warned them not 
to go over his head or behind his 
back to' discuss staff activities with 
members of the committee. 

Gonzalez obtained transcripts of 1 
some of those meetings and fired 
Sprague. The other 11 committee 
members signed a letter advising 
Sprague to stay on the job. 

They simply were not convinced 
that Gonzalez had adequate cause for 
firing Sprague. 

Gonzalez had charged! him with fis- 
cal irresponsibility and usurpation of 
power, but other committee members I 
believed that much of what Sprague I 
did was either agreed to when he ! 
was hired, or approved by the previ- 
ous chairman before Gonzalez took 
over. 

Gonzalez, a congressman for 16 
years, found himself in the embar- 
rassing position of losing a battle 
with a House employe. 

Preyer has urged Speaker O’Neill 
to appoint a new chairman from out* . 
side the committee if the House votes j 
to accept Gonzalez’ resignation. 

i 



